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A.  Introduction 

1. brap welcomes the opportunity to comment on the proposals contained in Supporting a 

stronger civil society. 

 

2. brap is a think fair tank, inspiring and leading change to make public, private and civil sector 

organisations fit for the needs of a more diverse society. brap offers tailored, progressive 

and common sense approaches to equality training, consultancy and community 

engagement issues. 

 

3. brap has ten years’ experience delivering infrastructure support to black and minority ethnic 

(BME) civil society organisations. Enclosed are some examples of the support we have 

provided to local organisations through a project called Routes 2 Opportunity. As the Cabinet 

Office can see, the support brap offers covers a range of areas from bid writing and 

governance development to marketing and strategic planning. 

 

4. In this response, we would like to focus on the impact the proposals may have on BME civil 

society organisations. In particular the response will comment on: 

 diversifying sources of support (question 3) 

 direct support to frontline organisations (questions 4-5) 

It finishes with some general comments about how the Cabinet Office may use this period of 

change as an opportunity to embed fairness into the delivery of infrastructure support.  

 

5. The Cabinet Office is no doubt familiar with BME organisations’ role and functioning within 

civil society, but for more information – including definitions and a brief overview – please 

see The Pied Piper, available at www.brap.org.uk/content/view/324/123/ 

 

 

B.  The role of public and private organisations in infrastructure provision 

6. The Cabinet Office has stated its intention to encourage greater transfer of expertise from 

the private and public sectors to civil society. 

 

Presumptions of expertise 

7. In our experience, private organisations have two features which give them a competitive 

advantage when competing for contracts and delivering services: 

 since many private organisations involved with procurement solutions have large 

reserves they are at greater liberty to take risks in innovation, knowing that they are able 

to absorbs potential losses  

 again, the size of many private organisations create internal economies of scale which 

permit the delivery of services at a lower per unit rate 

 

Notwithstanding these advantages, the private sector still often employs civil society 

organisations to deliver keys services given their unique skills and expertise (such as local 

geographic and demographic knowledge; responsiveness to community concerns; and 

flexibility in approach and delivery, amongst others). 

 

8. Should the Cabinet Office pursue greater collaboration between the private sector and civil 

society, therefore, it should recognise that the skills the private sector can offer are 

http://www.brap.org.uk/content/view/324/123/
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sometimes substantially different from the skills civil society organisations actually need. 

Furthermore, the advice offered by private organisations needs to be cognisant of the 

structural financial differences between the two types of organisation and what this means in 

terms of civil society organisations’ capacity to implement change. 

 

Skills required to deliver effective support 

9. In 2008, brap conducted research into the features of effective business support for BME 

social businesses.1 The research identified five important skills or competencies individual 

support providers need to deliver guidance in a responsive and approachable manner. 

These are listed below: 

 flexible working practices – BME civil society organisations often differ dramatically 

from private sector organisations and larger civil society organisations with regard to the 

level of organisational infrastructure in place. As such, outside agencies may find it 

initially challenging to connect into civil society organisations at an appropriate level. For 

example, an organisation able to help develop a sophisticated understanding of human 

resources legislation and best practice may be confronted with an organisation that 

doesn’t have the capacity for a HR function. Research shows that many external 

‘consultants’ find this disorientating. As such a key skill is the ability to work flexibly, 

experiment with new approaches, and thrive in ‘unusual’ situations 

 understanding the big picture – BME civil society organisations do not operate on a 

level playing field within the commissioning marketplace. Hamstrung by a legacy of 

under-development, many BME organisations lack the skills associated with successful 

procurement, such as bid and tender writing competencies, scoping of the funding 

environment, and impact measurement and dissemination. Effective support not only 

needs to understand this, but understand the reasons this knowledge deficit exists (in 

particular the way the BME sector has been shaped by successive government policy). 

Furthermore, external support providers must be familiar with the relevant developments 

in the political and funding environment the BME sector operates within and have the 

ability to translate this into practical actions for the client 

 consistency and constancy – given the legacy of under-development within the sector, 

BME civil society organisations are often in need of prolonged, substantive development. 

This may require a significant investment of time on behalf of the external support 

provider. The Cabinet Office may wish to think seriously about how it incentivises 

support from outside agencies to ensure sustainable support of this type. 

 communication – our research has found that communication skills are vital for 

infrastructure support providers. This is not necessarily – or even primarily – about being 

able to explain information accessibly. Rather it is connected with ‘soft’ skills such as 

being empathetic and supportive. Identifying substantive challenges within an 

organisation requires support providers to actively listen to clients and pick up on subtle 

hints and clues. Communication is an important skill, and one that not everyone 

possesses. 

 treating people as people – traditional equalities practice has focused on identifying 

people’s needs based on their group identity (e.g. woman, African Caribbean). As 

valuable as this approach is, it also has a number of problems. For example, it can 

ignore the fact that within groups people’s experiences and values can vary immensely. 

It can also encourage a resort to solutions based on people’s perceived cultural needs, 

                                                
1
 brap (2009) Locating the edge. Available at www.brap.org.uk 
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which can have the adverse effect of solidifying stereotypes and negative perceptions. 

These problems have been acknowledged by the Minister for Equality2 and it is important 

that business support providers are aware of them too. Treating people fairly is a skill: it 

means more than simply being nice to people, or learning ‘facts’ about their religion or 

the food they eat. From our research it emerged that an important quality for business 

support providers to have is the capacity to question their values and assumptions, and 

recognise that unfairness is often built into the way structures and institutions are 

designed. 

 

10. Given the scope and depth of these competencies, the Cabinet Office should provide 

training to support providers who share their expertise with BME civil society to ensure the 

support they deliver is effective. Not providing support that is responsive to the needs of 

BME civil society organisations – or, indeed, other ‘single identity’ groups – could seriously 

hinder their development and restrict their potential to contribute to the Big Society’s aims. 

Furthermore, the provision of accredited training could act as an incentive to encourage pro 

bono volunteers. brap has developed (in partnership with NCVO) a tried and tested 

programme to help support providers deliver more effective support to BME civil society 

organisations. The programme called ‘Beyond Survival’ has trained 25 support providers to 

improve their infrastructure provision (with over 100 BME frontline organisations receiving 

better support as a result in the first year). 

 

11. The administration of appropriate training should be seen within the context of a kitemark for 

infrastructure support providers, discussed more fully in section D. 

 

 

C.  Direct support for frontline organisations 

12. The Cabinet Office has stated its intention to use bursaries as a mechanism to help 

organisations access support that is appropriate and relevant.  

 

The diagnostic process 

13. As empowering as bursaries are as a means of accessing support, it is worth noting that 

they can underestimate the importance of the diagnostic process and the opportunity this 

can give organisations to think critically about the skills they need to navigate social,  

political, and economic change. As an infrastructure organisation itself, brap is aware of and 

can evidence the need to establish a critical friend relationship with frontline organisations. 

This is particularly true for many BME civil society organisations who often lack the time and 

space to think strategically about their direction, function, and positioning within the 

marketplace because they spend most of their resources on delivery. 

 

Support requirements 

14. In question 4, the Cabinet Office asks what support organisations may need to become more 

resilient. Based on our research, brap would suggest the following three areas: 

 income generation: the move from grant funding to commissioning caught many 

organisations by surprise. New developments in the funding environment such as 

                                                
2
 Theresa May, ‘Equality strategy speech’ delivered on 17 November 2010. Available at: 

www.homeoffice.gov.uk/media-centre/speeches/equality-vision 
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payment by results (and associated payment mechanisms such as Social Impact Bonds) 

have the potential to create similar confusion within the sector unless the lessons are 

learnt from the previous transitional phase. In part, this will involve providing greater 

support to meet new bureaucratic requirements associated with these funding models, 

as well as ensuring robust support still exists around bid and tender writing skills 

 business models: connected with the above, many organisations may have to rethink 

their business model to reposition themselves as mutuals, co-operatives, or social 

enterprises. Evidence suggests that support in this area is still patchy, 3 but is particularly 

important to small organisations looking to ensure their operational model is the most 

appropriate to the funding climate. 

 partnership working: brap has long since advocated the benefits of civil sector 

partnership working (indeed, we offer a brokerage service for our clients in the sector) 

and this will no doubt become increasingly important. However, collaborative and cluster 

working do have problems, such as the dilution of organisations’ missions as they 

become subsumed within larger consortia; the inability of such consortia to attract new 

members due to a lack of resources; and the creation of  robust partnership contracts 

with proper financial and legal considerations. The Cabinet Office should provide support 

in all these areas.  

 

Priorities for a bursary fund 

15. Many of the priorities we would wish to see in a bursary fund follow on from the issues we 

have highlighted in paragraph 14. 

 

16. Additionally, however, it is important to recognise that civil society has a role in progressing 

social justice and equity which goes beyond that of simply providing services in response to 

commissioning priorities. Civil society organisations have made the greatest impact when 

acting as agents for social change. This involves working at a strategic level to implement 

structural changes to services or even changing the political landscape itself, such as raising 

awareness of issues like domestic violence, child poverty, or homophobic hate crime. It is 

important that this lobbying role is not lost sight of as greater emphasis is placed on civil 

society organisations delivering public services. As such, the bursary fund may wish to fund 

support on advocacy skills.  

 

17. Of course, the Community First Fund and the proposal to create 5,000 community 

organisers may go some way to ensuring these skills are developed within the sector. 

However, this support is aimed at helping organisations effect change at a local level. It is 

not clear that there will be support to develop local delivery/change agents and to ensure 

issues of equity and diversity are accounted for. Additionally, it is not clear whether 

community organisers will have a mandate to operate on agendas that include campaigning 

and advocacy. Implicit within government proposals is the idea that societal contribution is 

only valued if the contribution responds to deficits in service delivery whereas progressing 

social justice often requires changing hearts and minds. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3
 brap (2008) Routes 2 Opportunity: Year one learning report. Available on request. 
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D.  General comments 

18. The consolidation of infrastructure provision offers a good opportunity for the Cabinet Office 

to establish a quality kitemark for support providers. While great strides have been made in 

this area in recent years, the quality of support available to frontline organisations is still 

variable.4 

  

19. Although it would be beyond the scope of this response to discuss in detail what the content 

of such a kitemark should be, it may be useful to outline some features a support provider 

capable of working effectively with BME civil society organisations would have. 

 

20. The left-hand column in table below outlines the skills the kitemark should encourage 

providers to recognise and gain competence in:  

 

Skills Why is this important? Key indicators of understanding 

Knowledge of the 
origins, history and 
subsequent 
development of BME 
civil society, 
specifically within the 
context of 
government policy, 
immigration and UK 
race relations 

BME civil society organisations 
require a different type of support 
to mainstream organisations. 
However, this is not because BME 
organisations subscribe to a 
different set of values or because 
their ethnicity sets them apart. 
Instead, the specific support they 
require is rooted in the way 
successive governments’ policy 
has shaped the topography of the 
sector. Support providers must be 
aware of this history and have the 
capability to use this information to 
help organisations plan and 
respond to social policy drivers  

Demonstrate an understanding of: 

 UK race relations post-World 
War II (racism, immigration, key 

events) 

 British race relation policies 

(dominant models and their 
problems)  

 the shape and characteristics 
of BME civil society 

 future development 
opportunities for BME 
organisations 

The ability to use 
relevant information 
to critically analyse 
and reflect on the 
suitability and 
sustainability of 
current and future 
organisational 
strategies 

Changes to the funding and 
political environment are not 
infrequent. Support providers 
should be able to identify how such 
changes will affect BME 
organisations and the kinds of 
support that will subsequently be 
required.  
 
For example, as stated in 
paragraph 9, the UK’s equalities 
landscape is changing, reflecting a 
shift away from meeting people’s 
perceived cultural needs to 
delivering the entitlements we all 
have as individuals. BME 

Demonstrate an ability to: 

 create sustainable and 
appropriate strategies 
(understand the extent to which 
current public policy will impact 
on an organisation’s strategy, 
intended beneficiary group and 
approach to delivering activities) 

 develop organisational 
capacity (identify any areas of 
development that the 
organisation may find more 
challenging, especially if it might 
potentially conflict with 
organisation’s original mission 
and objectives) 

 raise awareness of the 

                                                
4
 See, for example, Harker and Burkeman (2007) Building Blocks: Developing second-tier support for 

frontline groups; Big Lottery (2010) Equal support: Do identity-based voluntary and community groups 
need identity-based organisational development? 
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organisations will be particularly 
affected by this, as many are 
established to protect a particular 
group of people and may now have 
their funding linked to this 
community-specific provision. 
Many organisations may therefore 
require guidance on diversifying 
their beneficiary base, which will 
involve business planning and 
marketing support amongst other 
things. 

context BME organisations 
operate in 

The ability to 
recognise both 
strengths and 
weaknesses as a 
support provider, and 
use client 
experiences positively 
to extend own 
abilities 

Key to identifying the assumptions 
and negative perceptions we have 
of people is the capacity to reflect 
on our experiences and ask 
‘difficult’ questions about our 
values. Client evaluation is 
invaluable here in helping support 
providers understand the extent to 
which providers are being fair and 
transparent, and not letting their 
preconceptions of BME 
organisations hinder their 
development and growth.  

Demonstrate that: 

 the support provider places 
evaluation at the centre of 
what they do 

 the support provider is 
committed to continuing 
professional development 

 the support provider 
understands how service 
development responses are 
both developed and led and is 
able to evaluate the difference 
between the two 

 the provider understands how 
to deliver on more inclusive 
design approaches based on 
the vitalism of service 
provision 

 

21. brap are already using the above as the foundation for a successful training programme for 

support providers and commissioners. We are more than happy to discuss this in more detail 

should the Cabinet Office wish. 

 

 

E.  More information  

22. For more information please contact: 

 

Joy Warmington 

CEO 

brap  

9th Floor Edgbaston House 

3 Duchess Place 

Hagley Road 

Birmingham 

 B16 8NH 

 

joyw@brap.org.uk 

0121 456 7401 

mailto:joyw@brap.org.uk
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Case studies of BME-responsive infrastructure support 

  



 

 
 

 



 

 
  



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 


